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ABSTRACT 

St. Augustine College (SAC), in North Carolina, has 
undertaken four studies to gather data on factors related to student 
persistence, transfer, and withdrawal from the college* In the first 
study, graduating students from June 1990 to December 1992 were 
surveyed to determine influences on their decisions to transfer to a 
university. Three major influences identified in the study were an 
intention to transfer, high levels of academic achievement, and 
demonstrated mathematics ability at SAC. In the second study, 100 
students who withdrew from the college between 1990 and 1993 were 
surveyed to identify reasons for withdrawing. Reasons cited fell into 
the general categories of family and home problems, educational 
problems, and financial problems. In the third study, questionnaires 
were administered to 300 students in developmental English classes at 
various levels to determine the learning styles of Hispanic English 
as a second language students* Results from this study suggested that 
students preferred auditory and tactile learning methods to visual 
learning and group work. Finally, a longitudinal study of 300 
students who entered in 199A-95 is currently underway to determine 
factors related to student persistence* Preliminary results show that 
students with good mathematics ability at entrance who receive 
encouragement are more likely to have good grade point averages, to 
intend to persist, and to actually persist. The graduate and current 
student survey instruments are appended* (TGl) 
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Meeting the Needs of Nontraditional Students 
Retention and Transfer Studies 
Barbara Kraemer 

(Presentation at the annual meeting of the North Central Association of Schools and 
Colleges, Chicago, March, 1996.) 

In order to take steps to increase students’ successful completion of college, St. 

Augustine College has made efforts to understand why students persist and transfer or 
withdraw from the college. Today we are presenting three studies that have been 
completed, and one that is undenA^y; 

1 . T ransfer of graduates to four-year institutions 

2. Reasons why students withdrew 

3. Learning styles of Hispanic ESL students 

4. Persistence of current students 

(1) Graduates 

In higher education 37 percent of all students and 60 percent of all Hispanic students are 
enrolled in community colleges. Community colleges have greatly increas^ access to higher 
education because of open admissions policies, closeness of campuses to students, and 
financial assistance. One-fourth of all community college students are minorities, and the 
percentage is higher in cities with high minority populations. These students have the lowest 
retention rates and highest transfer losses. 

A pressing issue facing higher education today is how to increase the number of minority 
students who earn college degrees. Since so many minority students are in community 
colleges, the issue becomes how to increase the number of minority students who transfer. 
Eighty to 85% of Hispanic community college students intend to transfer, but only between 
5 and 20% actually transfer. Graduating students of St. Augustine College (SAC) from June, 
1990 to December, 1992 were the population for a transfer study that examined various 
influences on graduating students' decision to transfer to the university. 

Theoretical Framework 

The study was based on Tinto's model of student persistence. Tinto’s model incorporates the 
belief that what happens in college is more important than what a student brings to college. 

Methodology 

The sainple consisted of all graduating students who completed the graduate survey (N=277). 
Factors examined in the study were the following: 

Three exogenous-- MATHEMATICS ABILITY 
FAMILY CONCERNS 
ENCOURAGEMENT 

1 
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Six intervening-- ACADEMIC INTEGRATION 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 
ENGLISH SKILLS 
SOCIAL INTEGRATION 
EDUCATIONAL GOAL COMMITMENT 
INSTITUTIONAL COMMITMENT 



Two outcomes- INTENT TO TRANSFER 
TRANSFER BEHAVIOR 



Results 

Regarding academic aspirations, 70% of graduates indicated that they intended to earn a 
bachelor's degree or a degree beyond the bachelor's. 20% transferred. It will be important 
to follow these students to see how many actually graduate \Mth a bachelor's degree. 

What are the factors associated with successful transfer of St. Augustine students? 

There were three strong influences on our graduates which led them to transfer to the 
university; 

-if they intended to transfer while they were at SAC, i.e., they have a clear direction 

-if their academic achievement was good, i.e., their GPA 

-if they demonstrated good mathematics abiiity when they entered. 

This means that our students with good mathematics placement scores at admission are 
more likely to achieve academically, intend to transfer to a four-year institution, and actually 
transfer after graduation. 

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US AT SAC? 

WHAT SHOULD WE DO TO HELP OUR STUDENTS TRANSFER? 

A. Strengthening mathematics and other reasoning ability 

1 . identify the academic potentiai of entering students 

Use different assessment instruments in combination to determine the student's 
academic level, which will help in advising the student about a major and program of 
study. The assessment may show that students not academically prepared for college 
or fluent in English have the potential for college-level work. 

2. have opportunities for faculty development, so faculty are able to strengthen students’ 
mathematics and reasoning abiiities 

In service programs to help faculty 

-recognize student intellectual potential; 

-develop reasoning abilities-analysis, synthesis, problem-solving-and other 
abilities in class; 

-promote good study skills; 

-challenge students to work up to their potential. 
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Similar In service training would also be important for tutors and for instructors of the 
freshman seminar and a special "Success" program for underprepared students. They 
could work specifically on reasoning ability. 

3. Small classes and tutorial sessions give the faculty the opportunity to work with 
students individually or in small groups and monitor their progress in developing 
thinking skills. 

4. Developmental workshops for students: critical thinking, study skills, how to survive 
in college. 

B. Institution-wide promotion of academic achievement 

1. Two-year college faculty criticized for watering down courses or not believing in 
students' ability to achieve. 

For our faculty; -high academic expectations of their students 
-courses that are up to college standards 

2. college administrators maintaining academic standards so students acquire a good 
academic foundation 

3. In 1993 student outcomes were identified for each academic program, what each 
student is to achieve in terms of course content and abilities. Now teaching so that 
these outcomes are achieved and assessing whether they are achieved. 

4. early identification of non-performing students, so academic adviser or counselor can 
help - student performance notices 

5. because many are underprepared and need special help, college programs focus on 
ihese students, rather than challenging the more talented students-honors program 

C. Promoting transfer 

Studies have shown that students who achieve a bachelor's degree do better economically 
than those with an associate degree. But transfer is a wrenching process for community 
college students. 

1 . transfer center 

-direct promotional activities toward first semester freshmen to generate interest in the 
possibility of transfer 

-arrange for alumni who have completed the bachelor's degree to meet with potential 
transfer students 

-initiate mentoring relationships with faculty and alumni to strengthen the possibility 
of graduates continuing their education beyond the two-year college. 

2. need for a career ClMlIiseling program to help students 

-assess their tplents, 

-refine their career goals, and 

-learn about the educational requirements for their desired careers. 

Career counseling would apply to all students; not just those planning to work 
immediately after graduation, but also those students planning to transfer. 
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(2) Why studonts withdrew from SAC 

In 1991 the college established a retention task force to look at its record on retention and 
examine the reasons why students withdrew. The task force used informal surveys and 
forms completed by counselors at the time of withdrawal. Because of the need for more 
objective d^, the research office contracted with UNIMAR, a U.S. Hispanic Communications 
agency, to conduct a telephone survey of one hundred students who withdrew from the 
college between 1990 and 1993, in order to identify reasons why students withdraw. These 
former students were asked several questions related to the reasons that influenced their 
decision not to continue their studies at SAC. The reasons fell in the general categories of 
family and home problems (37%), educational problems (35%) and financial problems (29%), 
in that order. When asked specifically why they made the decision to leave, students 
responded with these types of reasons; educational problems (36%), T 

family and home problems (28%), 
financial problems (21%), and 
work (14%). 

Students were also asked what they were doing since they left SAC. More than 3/4s were 
either working full-time (61 %) or housewives (27%). 5% had re-entered SAC. 

Some problems are beyond the power of the college to address, but faculty and 
administrators examined the specific reasons in each category, in order to identify those that 
the college could influence; -student satisfaction level 

-help from the staff, help with their studies 
-class attendance 
-motivating students to persist 

In addition, the research office began to collect longitudinal data by entering cohort, in order 
to calculate retention and graduation rates for each cohort. The withdrawal rate for Spanish- 
dominant students is higher than for English-dominant or bilingual students. Thus, it was 
important for us to look at teaching and learning of ESL students. 

(3) Student learning styles 

Since 80 percent of our entering students need developmental English, understanding of how 
students best learn English is key for the success of the academic program. One member 
of the Communications Department faculty, Richard Itzen, administered a learning styles 
questionnaire to 300 students in developmental English classes at various levels. Previous 
research with Spanish-speaking students (Reid, 1987) indicated that Spanish-speakers in 
ESL classes preferred active participation and tactile learning, but not group learning. Itzen 
(1995) found that the group at St. Augustine College was homogeneous, preferring auditory 
and kinesthetic learning methods (Itzen, 1995). 

Visual learning was not a preferred mode, yet ESL students depend on reading for learning. 
Conclusions of the study point to the need to reconsider utilizing collaborative learning, group 
work and the like. If it is used, students must receive an orientation to the approach, 
because they tire of group v/ork. A recommendation from the study is to include projects and 
role-playing as ESL learning experiences, so that students can capitalize on their ability to 
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leam with auditory and kinesthetic methods. Further investigation of student learning styles 
is needed to confirm the results of this study and provide direction for the college in meeting 
the needs of the vast majority of our students. 

(4) Student persistence 

At the present time, another faculty member and I are conducting a study of the persistence 
of students who entered the college during the 1994-1995 academic year. 

Theoretical framework 



The study is based on tested models of student persistence: Tinto (1975, 1987), Nora (1987), 
and Cabrera et al. (1992, 1993). It adds to the Tinto model “pull factors” such as family 
responsibilities and problems, and financial difficulties that may cause a student to drop out 
of school. It also examines the influence on persistence of encouragement by instructors, 
advisors, family, friends and fellow students. 

Methodology 

This is a longitudinal study which uses college data and the responses on a student survey 
given in spring 1995. About 300 students are in the sample. Factors examined in the study 
were the following: 

Four exogenous- MATHEMATICS ABILITY 
FAMILY PROBLEMS 
FINANCIAL PROBLEMS 
ENCOURAGEMENT 



Eight intervening- CULTURAL AFFINITY 

ACADEMIC INTEGRATION 
ACADEMIC DIFFICULTY 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 
SATISFACTION WITH FACULTY 
SOCIAL INTEGRATION 
EDUCATIONAL GOAL COMMITMENT 
INSTITUTIONAL COMMITMENT 

Two outcomes- INTENT TO PERSIST 
PERSISTENCE 



Results 

We are analyzing the results of the study now. It seems that the model explains our students’ 
adjustment in college more than persistence. However, the study does show that students 
with goorl mathematics ability at entrance who receive encouragement from instructors, 
advisors, family, friends and fellow students, are more likely to have good GPAs, intend to 
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persist and do persist at the college. As of this date, 3/4 of the students in the study have 
persisted. We intend to follow them through to degree completion and transfer. 

Conclusion 

These and other studies help us understand our students’ behavior and give us a basis for 
determining college policies and programs to respond to student needs. In its 15 years of 
existence, St. Augustine College has consistently directed its efforts toward meeting the 
needs of a nontraditional stixlent population that has had very limited opportunities for higher 
education. In its educational programs, support services, studies and data collection, the 
college has demonstrated a desire to "do what it says it will do" (Hegerty, 1983) and to be 
faithful to its reason for being an institution of higher education, that is, to open doors for 
Hispanics to become productive citizens, contributing members of the labor force, and 
parents of the next generation. 
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